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A Roman Catholic Doctrine Clarified 


Differences between Protestant and Catholic doctrine 
are many and significant. This fact, however, makes it all 
the more important that they should not in any particular 
instance be exaggerated. Fresh controversy has been oc- 
casioned by revival of the issue of the relative exclusive- 
ness of the Catholic doctrine of salvation—does the Roman 
Church hold that “only Catholics can be saved”? The 
crux of the matter is the interpretation of the historic 
formula, extra ecclesiam nulla salus—outside the Church 
there is no salvation. 

For insisting on a literal application of these words, 
signifying the exclusion of non-Catholics from the opera- 
tion of saving grace, Father Leonard Feeney, of St. Bene- 
dict Center, Cambridge, Mass., was disciplined by Arch- 
bishop Cushing and later expelled from the Jesuit Order. 
These events occurred in the spring and summer of 1949. 
Since then, publication of James O'Neill’s book, Catholi- 
cismt and American Freedom (a Catholic layman’s reply 
to Paul Blanshard’s American Freedom and Catholic 
Power) has stimulated discussion of this same issue. Mr. 
O’Neill took what is often called a “liberal” view, de- 
claring : “Only those who believe that the Catholic Church 
is a true and accurate teacher are under any intellectual 
or moral obligation to follow her teaching, and in this 
country no one is under any legal obligation to follow her 
teaching, or under any legal obligation to refuse to follow 
her teaching.” 

A critique of O’Neill’s book appeared in the highly 
regarded American Ecclesiastical Review in June of this 
year, written by Father Joseph Clifford Fenton, who em- 
phatically repudiated this “liberal” interpretation of Cath- 
olic doctrine. INFORMATION SERVICE was challenged to 
make recognition of the evidence thus furnished that the 
official Catholic position is narrowly exclusive, no matter 
what individual Catholics may say. We took the matter 
very seriously and assembled an impressive body of au- 
thoritative opinion. The question obviously has importance 
for interfaith relations quite beyond the range of its spe- 
cifically theological significance. 

In the meantime, however, Archbishop Cushing gave out 
the full text of a letter he had received in August, 1949, 
from the Supreme Sacred Congregation of the Holy Of- 
fice, disposing of the question in final and authoritative 
fashion. The Archbishop said that he had been “ordered” 
to publish the letter “in its entirety,” a decision to which 
Pope Pius XII had given full approval. Portions of the 
letter had appeared in the Boston Pilot two years earlier, 
but it appears that the decision to publish it in full fol- 


lowed a further examination of all relevant materials and 
circumstances in the Feeney case. 

We shall therefore take up first this authoritative pro- 
nouncement, in which the Sacred Congregation expounds 
what it holds to be an “infallible” doctrine of the Church. 
Then we shall quote less authoritative but very instruc- 
tive opinions that have been received from highly-placed 
Roman Catholics, both clerical and lay. 


“Rome Has Spoken” 


The historic letter, which was published in the Pilot 
on September 6, takes note of the Feeney case and declares 
that the Sacred Congregation “is convinced that the un- 
fortunate controversy arose from the fact that the axiom: 
‘outside the Church there is no salvation,’ was not cor- 
rectly understood and weighed” and that the controversy 
has been embittered by a refusal of “reverence and obedi- 
ence to legitimate authorities.” Coming to the central issue, 
the letter says: 

“Now, among those things which the Church has always 
preached and will never cease to preach is contained also 
that infallible statement by which we are taught that there 
is no salvation outside the Church. 

“However, this dogma must be understood in that sense 
in which the Church herself understands it. For, it was 
not to private judgments that Our Saviour gave for ex- 
planation those things that are contained in the deposit 
of faith, but to the teaching authority of the Church... . 

“Now, among the commandments of Christ, that one 
holds not the least place, by which we are commanded to 
be incorporated by Baptism into the Mystical Body of 
Christ, which is the Church, and to remain united to 
Christ and to His Vicar, through whom He Himself in a 
visible manner governs the Church on earth. 

“Therefore, no one will be saved who, knowing the 
Church to have been divinely established by Christ, never- 
theless refuses to submit to the Church or withholds obedi- 
pits from the Roman Pontiff, the Vicar of Christ on 

“In His infinite mercy God has willed that the effects, 
necessary for one to be saved, of those helps to salvation 
which are directed toward man’s final end, not by intrinsic 
necessity, but only by divine institution, can also be ob- 
tained in certain circumstances when those helps are used 
only in desire and longing. This we see clearly stated in 
the Sacred Council of Trent, both in reference to the 
Sacrament of Regeneration and in reference to the Sacra- 
ment of Penance... . 


rs re- 
of a 
fully 
d the 
‘igor- 
try.” 
r has 
onest 


Saturday, December 6, 1952 


“The same in its own degree must be asserted of the 
Church, is as far as she is the general help to salvation. 
Therefore, that one may obtain eternal salvation, it is 
not always required that he be incorporated into the 
Church actually as a member, but it is necessary that at 
least he be united to her by desire and longing. 

“Tlowever, this desire need not always be explicit, as 
it is in catechumens; but when a person is involved in 
invincible ignorance, God accepts also an implicit desire, 
so called because it is included in that good disposition 
of soul whereby a person wishes his will to be conformed 
to the will of God. 

“These things are clearly taught in that dogmatic letter 
which was issued by the Sovereign Pontiff, Pope Pius 
XII, on June 29, 1943, ‘On the Mystical Body of Jesus 
Christ,” 

“Toward the end of this same Encyclical Letter, when 
most affectionately inviting to unity those who do not be- 
long to the body of the Catholic Church, he mentions those 
who ‘are related to the Mystical Body of the Redeemer 
by a certain unconscious yearning and desire, and these 
he by no means excludes from eternal salvation, but on 
the other hand states that they are in a condition ‘in which 
they cannot be sure of their salvation’ since ‘they still 
remain deprived of those many heavenly gifts and helps 
which can only be enjoyed in the Catholic Church.’ .. . 

“With these wise words he reproves both those who ex- 
clude from eternal salvation all united to the Church only 
by implicit desire, and those who falsely assert that men 
can be saved equally well in every religion.” 

After deploring the disregard of Canon Law by the St. 
Benedict Center, the letter continues: 

“Furthermore, it is beyond understanding how a mem- 
ber of a religious institute, namely Father Feeney, pre- 
sents himself as a ‘Defender of the faith,’ and at the 
same time does not hesitate to attack the catechetical in- 
struction proposed by lawful authorities, and has not even 
feared to incur grave sanctions threatened by the sacred 
canons because of his serious violations of his duties as 


a religious, a priest and an ordinary member of the 
Church.” 


A Learned Theologian’s Exposition 


We are indebted to an eminent Catholic theologian for 
an ample and lucid statement from which the following 
is taken: 

“Many human beings have never heard of Christ and 
His teachings, much less of His Church. For instance, the 
Redskins who inhabited this continent before its discovery 
by the Europeans; and you can think of many others all 
over the world, in China, India, Africa and so forth. 
There are also many other persons who are firmly and 
honestly convinced that what the Catholic Church teaches 
is not entirely true, especially with regard to Her claim 
to be the one and only true Church of Christ; and they 
never for a moment doubt that what they think is true 
(else, of course, they would not be honestly and firmly 
convinced). 

“God loves all these people and Christ died for them 
as well as for the rest of us. If we suppose, as indeed we 
have good reason to do, that among them there are those 
who truly love and seek what is true and good and strive 
with all their might to do what is right, each one according 
to the lights which God has given him, God will surely 
not refuse to give them the light and grace to know Him, 
however imperfectly, and to love Him for Himself on 
account of His great goodness and so to number them 


among His friends. In other words, God will not with- 
hold from such persons the means by which they may gain 
salvation. And, if they continue to love Him, avoid sinful 
acts, live good and virtuous lives—or, should they fall into 
sin, repent sincerely of their wrongdoing because they 
truly love Him whom sin offends—God will not allow them 
to lose salvation. They are, in fact, by their implicit ac- 
ceptance of whatever God has taught and desire to do 
whatever He may require of them, unwitting members of 
the Body of Christ which is His Church (although not 
‘professed’ members but members in voto, as the Latin 
term so aptly expresses it) even though they be through 
no fault of their own quite ignorant of its existence or 
honestly convinced that what they know as the Catholic 
Church is not what it claims to be... . To speak collo- 
quially, Catholics do not believe that all Catholics will go 
to Heaven and all non-Catholics will go to Hell. They do 
believe, however, that everybody who goes to Heaven, 
whoever he may be, gains salvation through the Roman 
Catholic Church.” 

The correspondent quotes two highly relevant state- 
ments by Pope Pius IX: 

“It is to be held as certain that those who do not know 
the true religion, if they are not ignorant of it by their 
own fault, are in no way guilty therefore in the eyes of 
the Lord. And, let me ask, who would dare to set limits 
toa the extent to which men can remain unaware of this 
truth when you consider the great variety of peoples in 
the world, how different they are in diiferent regions, the 
divergence of their cultures and ways of thinking and a 
thousand other reasons that tend to divide them?” (1854) 

“For, God, on account of His eminent goodness and 
clemency, will under no consideration suffer anyone to be 
punished with eternal damnation who dies free from the 
guilt of wilful sin upon his soul.” (1863, a free transla- 
tion. ) 

Some Bricfer Replies 

From a lay Catholic philosopher: 


“It is quite conceivable that a human being may 
never have heard of the Church or, having heard of 
it, may not recognize it for what it is. In such a 
situation, a human being could be a member of 
the Church without being, externally and visibly, a 
Catholic. This does not at all mean that, from the 
point of view of the Church, a person could be in his 
heart a Catholic and yet externally not profess it, or that 
it is a matter of indifference what he professes externally. 
This rather means that, under the conditions of time and 
circumstance and culture in which a person lives, he may 
do the utmost that is in him and yet be unable to recog- 
nize or to accept the Catholic Church as the Church of 
Christ. In this sense, a non-Catholic in good faith is a 

xember of the Mystical Body of Christ and will be saved.” 


From an eminent Catholic theologian and educator: 


“By the body of the Church they mean the visible 
clements or those persons who by their external presence 
are joined together in one Christian society under the 
leadership of the Bishop of Rome. The soul of the Church, 
however, is made up of invisible elements who are joined 
together internally in one spiritual society through the 
binding force of faith and charity which we call Sanctify- 
ing Grace. Therefore, to the body of the Church belong 
all those who externally profess Christian doctrine under 
the leadership of the Pope of Rome. To the soul of the 
Church belong all those who internally enjoy faith and 
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charity and are said to be joined together by the bond of 
race. Likewise, we say that one can belong to the body 
of the Church in a two-fold fashion, either in reality or 
by desire; in reality, when one is baptized and has not 
been separated from the Church by excommunication ; in 
desire; however, when one either explicitly or implicitly 
desires communion with the Church. Such a one could be 
a person who loves God diligently and is prepared to fulfill 
all of His precepts and among them certainly that precept 
of entering the true Church.” 


From another lay Catholic philosopher: 


“The phrase ‘outside the Church there is no salvation’ 
must not be taken to mean that for a Roman theologian 
every ‘heretic’ or ‘unbeliever’ is doomed to bathe in brim- 
stone. It merely formulates from orthodox premises the 
relatively common-sense conclusion that the sacramental 
system is the divinely ordained means through which 
human salvation is to be effected. Since this system is 
held to be non-existent outside the Catholic Church it 
follows that no one can profit by it unless he be inside that 
Church. Taken in this sense the extra ecclesiam nulla 
salus doctrine may sound bad but is quite logical. But— 
salvation can be effected otherwise, either through sacra- 
mental institutions borrowed and conserved outside (e.g., 
Protestant baptism) or through Divine Providence. Since 
it is the soundest of teachings to assert that the bounty of 
this Providence is endless, it follows that every human 
being of good will shall find peace.” 


From an influential Catholic journalist: 


“There no doubt are Catholics who do believe that 
‘outside the Church there is no salvation’ means that all 
who are not active members of the Catholic Church during 
their lifetime have no chance of salvation, but they would 
represent a minute minority opinion. But, prescinding 
from the accuracy of their views, I think Protestants with 
their convictions on the right of private interpretation 
would not, I presume, object to their claiming that pre- 
rogative.” 

(At this point we murmured, “Touché!’”) 


From another Catholic journalist: 


“To reduce the matter to practicabilities, two of my 
friends, an outstanding jurist and his wife belong to 
different churches. He is a Catholic, she a Protestant. 
soth attend their churches regularly, each considering 
their religion to be the true religion of Christ, and live 
excellent and harmonious Christian lives. I admire the 
Protestant woman, for her religion meatis so much to her. 
Of course, this good woman, who follows her conscience 
so consistently, will be saved.” 


Two interesting laconic messages: 


A lay scholar of great reputation says, “You .. . and 
hosts of others may not recognize that you are inside the 
Catholic Church, but I have no doubt that you belong to 
its soul.” And a priest of high rank, well known for his 
benign spirit, assures us that he would not be interested 
in a heaven which had no one but Catholics in it. 


What of Our Protestant Doctrine? 


It remains to point out that eatra ecelesiain nulla salus 
is a Protestant as well as a Catholic doctrine. Calvin says 
of the Church: “we may learn even from the title of 
mother, how useful and even necessary it is for us to 
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know her; since there is no other way of entrance into 
life, unless we are conceived by her, born of her, nourished 
at her breast, and continually preserved under her care 
and government till we are divested of this mortal flesh. 

* For outside the bosom of the church “there can be 
no remission of sins, or any salvation.” (Jnstitutes IV: 
1, 4. 

It , true, of course, that Protestants for the most part 
claim no exclusive sanctions for their particular beliefs, 
and hence are able to allow the individual a considerable 
theological latitude. Our ecumenical fellowship includes 
a variety of doctrinal positions. But it is only fair to say 
that in Protestant as in Catholic thought recourse must 
be had to a mystical concept of the Church in order to 
justify its central place in theology. 

It is clear that Reformation theology had such a con- 
ception of the Church. Melanchthon in his Apology for 
the Augsburg Confession (1532) said: “The Church is 
not only an external society . . . but principally a society 
of faith and of the Holy Spirit in the heart, which how- 
ever, has external signs (notas) by which it may be recog- 
nized, namely, the pure doctrine of the Gospel and the 
administration of the sacraments in accordance with the 
Gospel of Christ.” 

Bishop Hanns Lilje in his Luther Now, interpreting the 
Church as Luther understood it, says: “The true Church 
... the Church in which Christ is present through the 
faithful preaching of the Word, has always been in exist- 
ence. To deny such a claim, one would have to make the 
monstrous assertion that during certain periods of history 
there was no church.” 

Years ago, in a conversation with an eminent Lutheran 
minister who was stressing the primacy of the individual 
believer, the editor remarked, “But you remember that 
Luther said that one who would find Christ must first find 
the Church.” “Yes,” he replied, “I know. He did say that, 
and I've said it, too. But it isn’t so!” 

This seems to present a close parallel to the difficulty 
that Catholic theologians encounter when called on to 
explain and justify a doctrine which on the matter-of- 
fact level can only sound self-contradictory. 


The Pope’s Scientific Allocution 


In June of this year the Bulletin of the Atomic Scien- 
tists published excerpts from the allocution of Pope Pius 
XII before the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, on No- 
vember 28, 1951. We have now been furnished with the 
official text of the allocution through the courtesy of an 
eminent astronomer, who is not a Catholic, but who re- 
gards the document as one of the most significant of recent 
scientific pronouncements. We reproduce a few excerpts 
by way of illustrating the current synthesis of philosophy 
and physical science in Catholic thought. 

Philosophy and the sciences, the Pope said, “by means 
of activities and methods which are analogous and mu- 
tually compatible, carry on their work, though in different 
measures they all make use of both empirical and rational 
elements and cooperate in harmonious unity for the dis- 
covery of truth.” The Pope proposed reexamination of 
the classical proofs of the existence of God enumerated 
by Thomas Aquinas. He thought it would be helpful to 
“inquire if, and in what degree, a very profound knowl- 
edge of the structure of the macrocosm and the microcosm 
contributes towards strengthening these philosophical ar- 
guments.” On the other hand, he said it would be helpful 
to consider “if and to what degree these proofs have been 
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weakened, as is not infrequently affirmed, by the fact that 
modern physics has formulated new basic principles, ruled 
out or modified certain ancient ideas, whose content was 
perhaps judged in the past to be fixed and definitive, such 
as time, space, motion, causality, substance—all of which 
concepts are supremely important for the question which 
now occupies us... . There is no reason to be fearful of 
surprises.” 
Mutability and Order 

The allocution continues : 

“From these ‘modes of being’ [from Thomas Aquinas] 
of the world around us which, in greater or less degrees 
of comprehension, are noted with equal evidence by both 
the philosopher and the human mind in general, there are 
two which modern science has, in a marvellous degree, 
fathomed, verified, and deepened beyond all expectations: 
(1) the mutability of things, including their origin and 
their end; and (2) the teleological order which stands out 
in every corner of the cosmos. The contribution thus 
made by science to the two philosophical arguments which 
hinge on these facts and which constitute the first and the 
fifth ways of St. Thomas, is most notable. To the first 
way physics, especially, has provided an inexhaustible 
mine of experiments, revealing the fact of mutability in 
the deepest recesses of nature, where previously no human 
mind could ever even suspect its existence and vastness. 
Thus physics has provided a multiplicity of empirical facts 
which are of tremendous assistance to philosophical rea- 
soning.” 

It is pointed out that the astronomical and biological 
sciences have contributed to the argument ‘“‘a vast array 
of knowledge” and a “stupefying vision of the conceptual 
unity animating the cosmos.” 


Macrocosm and Microcosm 

Further, the Pope said: 

“At first sight it is rightly a source of wonderment to 
recognize how the knowledge of the fact of mutability has 
gained ever greater ground, both in the macrocosm and 
in the microcosm, according as science has made new 
progress, as though confirming with new proofs the theory 
of Heraclitus: ‘Everything is in flux’: Banta rhei. As is 
known, our own everyday experience brings to light an 
immense number of transformations in the world around 
us, both near and far-away, particularly the local move- 
ments of bodies. ... We are aware also of the far-reaching 
chemical effects produced by the use of fire, the knowledge 
cf which goes back to prehistoric times, and of the wea- 
thering of rocks and the corruption of vegetable and ani- 
mal life. This common experience is corroborated by the 
natural sciences, which have taught people to understand 
these and other similar changes as processes of destruc- 
tion and construction of corporeal substances in their 
chemical elements, that is to say, in their tiniest parts, 
the chemical atoms... . 

“Nevertheless, in the face of the undeniable mutability 
of even inanimate nature, there still rises the enigma of 
the unexplored microcosm. It seemed, in fact, that, unlike 
the organic world, inorganic matter was in a certain sense 
immutable. Its tiniest parts, the chemical atoms, were 
indeed capable of combining in most diversified manners, 
but they appeared to be endowed with a privilege of eter- 
nal stability and indestructibility, since they emerged un- 
changed from every chemical synthesis and analysis. . . . 
The growing knowledge of the periodic system of chemi- 
cal elements, the discovery of the corpuscular radiations 


of radio-active elements, along with many other similar 
facts, have demonstrated that the microcosm of the chemi- 
cal atom, with dimensions as small as ten-millionths of a 
millimetre, is a theater of continuous mutations, no less 
than the macrocosm known to all.” 


A New Vision of the Universe 


After reviewing research in electronics and in nuclear 
physics, the Pope continued: 

“Therefore, the scientist of today, directing his gaze 
more deeply into the heart of nature than his predecessor 
of a hundred years ago, knows well that inorganic matter 
is, so to speak, in its innermost being, countersigned with 
the stamp of mutability, and that, consequently, its exist- 
ence and its subsistence, demand a reality entirely dif- 
ferent and one which is by its very nature invariable. ... 

“As late as a hundred years ago, especially after the 
discovery of the law of the conservation of energy, it was 
thought that natural processes were reversible. Conse- 
quently, in conformity with the principles of the strict 
causality, or rather the determination, of nature, an ever- 
recurring renovation and rejuvenation of the cosmos was 
regarded as possible. Through the law of entropy, how- 
ever, discovered by Rudolph Clausius, it was recognized 
that the spontaneous processes of nature are always ac- 
companied by a diminution of free and utilizable energy. 
In a closed material system, this conclusion must lead, 
eventually, to the cessation of processes on a macroscopic 
scale.... 

“In the microcosm, this law, which is basically statisti- 
cal, is not applicable. Besides, at the time it was formu- 
lated, practically nothing was known regarding the struc- 
ture and the behavior of the atom. However, recent 
atomic research, as well as the unexpected progress of 
astrophysics, have made it possible to achieve surprising 
discoveries in this field... . Thus here also, in the micro- 
cosm strictly and properly so-called, we find a law indi- 
cating the direction of evolution, a law which is analogous 
te the law of entropy for the macrocosm. .. . 

“The farther back we go, the more matter presents it- 
self as always more enriched with free energy, and as a 
theater of vast cosmic disturbances. Thus everything 
seems to indicate that the material universe had in finite 
times a mighty beginning, provided as it was with an in- 
describably vast abundance of energy reserves, in virtue 
of which, at first rapidly and then with increasing slow- 
ness, it evolved into its present state.” 


In Conclusion— 


“What then is the importance of modern science for 
the argument for the existence of God based on the mu- 
tability of the cosmos? By means of exact and detailed 
research into the macrocosm and the microcosm, it has 
considerably broadened and deepened the empirical foun- 
dation on which this argument rests, and from which it 
concludes to the existence of an Ens a se, immutable by 
His very nature. It has, besides, followed the course and 
the direction of cosmic developments, and, just as it was 
able to get a glimpse of the term towards which these 
developments were inexorably leading, so also has it 
pointed to their beginning in time some five thousand mil- 
lion years ago. Thus, with that concreteness which is 
characteristic of physical proofs, it has confirmed the 
contingency of the universe and also the well-founded 
deduction as to the epoch when the cosmos came forth 
from the hands of the Creator.” 
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